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National labs pursue green uses of 
technology 
By Dean Takahashi 
Mercury News 

From burying greenhouse gases deep underground to finding solutions for truckers who 
pollute the air while idling, scientists at federal national laboratories are coming up with 
lots of ideas for environmentally friendly uses of technology. 

The sprawling labs in places such as Livermore and Los Alamos, N.M., have been known 
for their role in developing and maintaining stockpiles of nuclear weapons. But in recent 
years they've also been developing ``clean'' technologies -- which minimize or prevent 
environmental pollution -- that they hope will be adopted by commercial interests. 

Last week, representatives from three government research labs showed off their eco-
friendly inventions to venture capitalists and technologists at a conference at SRI 
International in Menlo Park. They hope to license the technologies to start-ups. As such, 
they're trying to cash in on the trend where, in an age of rising fuel prices, venture 
capitalists and entrepreneurs are creating green start-ups. 

``With rising oil prices, everybody sees why this is important, not just for the sake of the 
environment but for national security as well,'' said Leah Rogers, a business development 
executive at Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory. 

The labs involved included the Livermore lab, Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory in 
Berkeley and Los Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico. Each of the labs has 
invested millions of dollars in developing basic technologies that could help the 
environment. 

Since the labs have invested tens of millions of dollars in equipment and employ top 
researchers, they say that licensing the inventions can be a bargain for would-be 
entrepreneurs who don't have to incur the research-and-development expense on their 
own. The ideas range from better batteries to alternative fuels. 

Rogers said lab scientists have invented a way to purify water with nanotechnology, 
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which is the design of unique materials on a molecular level. The molecules in question, 
granulated aerogel, can bond with metals and remove heavy-metal pollutants from 
sewage water. 

Livermore researchers have also created a compact solar power dish that could be used 
in a single-family home. The hope is to make solar power more affordable with the 
contraption, which resembles a big satellite dish and tracks the movements of the sun. 
One entrepreneur has already licensed that technology. 

Livermore scientists have also designed trucks that have better aerodynamics. They 
calculated that 65 percent of a truck's engine power goes toward overcoming the drag 
from wind and air while driving down the highway. By designing trucks with sloped roofs, 
they believe they can make the vehicles more fuel-efficient and run on less powerful 
motors. 

Another group is working on ways to reduce emissions from trucks while idling. Truckers 
often have to keep trucks idling just to keep their air conditioning and other electronics 
working in the cab. A single truck can release 8 to 80 tons of pollution into the air while 
idling during a single year of operation. 

At Los Alamos, researchers are working on a way to store carbon dioxide and other 
greenhouse gases in underground pens. And at the Lawrence Berkeley lab, projects 
include a windmill that can operate and adjust to wind changes automatically. 

For more information, go to www.threelabs.com. 

Contact Dean Takahashi at dtakahashi@mercurynews. com or (408) 920-5739.  
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